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2. While Hellmann's conception of a national narrative powerfully identifies the continued impact of the war on American political and cultural discourses, it is important to note that the very idea of a single narrative of nation is necessarily a reductive one. For a nuanced study of the disparate and sometimes competing "national" discourses America took into the war, see Milton Bates's The Wars We Took to Vietnam. Bates's examination of the war as a collection of America's multiple domestic conflicts-about territorial expansion, race, class, gender, and generational difference-challenges the applicability of single paradigms to complex situations. This recognition of the multiplicity of war is also articulated by Le Ly Hayslip in her memoir When Heaven and Earth Changed Places: "Most of you did not know, or fully understand, the different wars my people were fighting when you got here. For you, it was a simple thing: democracy against communism. For us, that was not our fight at all.... For most of us it was a fight of independence-like the American Revolution. Many of us also fought for religious ideals, the way the Buddhists fought the Catholics. Behind the religious war came the battle between city people and country people-the rich against the poor-a war fought by those who wanted to change Vietnam and those who wanted to leave it as it had been for a thousand years. Beneath all that, too, we had vendettas: between native Vietnamese and immigrants (mostly Chinese and Khmer) who had fought for centuries over the land. Many of these wars go on today" (xv).
C H E N * 79 been cast as psychic trauma, a metaphysical fracture in the body politic that refuses to heal completely.
For O'Brien, the lingering hurts of the war are intimately linked to his stories, which, by virtue of their allegiance to the contradictory truths of war, resist closure. The Things They Carried, a collection of related short stories that appears grounded in O'Brien's own "real" combat experience even as it insists upon war as an endless fiction, ponders the complexities of such connections.3 Written as a series of quasi-memoiristic episodes, the book questions the nature of truth and the possibility of ever having an unchallenged "sense of the definite" (88). Directing readers beyond the stories to the narrative gaps within and between them, O'Brien renders the indescribable experiences of "Vietnam" as moments one may gesture to but never fully represent. After Vietnam, it becomes impossible to "tell where you are, or why you're there, and the only certainty is overwhelming ambiguity." O'Brien's war stories, which are ultimately "never about war," reflect the difficult choices forced upon those who have confronted the contradictions of combat: "There is no clarity. Everything swirls. The old rules are no longer binding, the old truths no longer true. Right spills over into wrong. Order blends into chaos, love into hate, ugliness into beauty, law into anarchy, civility into savagery" (88).
The disorder of a world without rules underlies O'Brien's problematizing of the boundaries between personal memory and official history. O'Brien's vexed preoccupation with the disjunctures that make history unreliable and memory the condition for narrative is engendered by the impossibility of ever achieving an unproblematic return home-whether that return is to family, community, one's prewar subjectivity, or nation. As such, the stories in The Things They Carried reflect the rootless existence of an exile. Marked by a complex understanding of Vietnam and its indelible consequences, the stories demonstrate a preoccupation with the nature of displace-3. In mounting a challenge to the conventions of narrative, O'Brien's project of problematizing truth is embodied by the narrator of The Things They Carried. While the narrator is named "Tim," and it is tempting to read him as synonymous with the real Tim O'Brien, there are distinctions between the narrator and the author that prevent any easy assignment of authorial intention or identity. 80 * CONTEMPORARY L I T E RAT U R E ment and alienation. While much critical attention has been directed to the idea of the Vietnam veteran who feels exiled from America, O'Brien's work demands a reconceptualization of exile: O'Brien is alienated from his nation, his friends, himself, and, however counterintuitively, Vietnam.4 Although O'Brien's fictive project centers on the impossibility of ascertaining any one "truth" from the experience of war, Things is guided nonetheless by an impulse to tell the truth, "though the truth is ugly" (87). And the ugliness of the truth that Tim O'Brien tells, an ugliness paradoxically sublime in its "largeness" and "godliness," deals much more with perpetual unmooring than it does with any kind of resolution. Exile as a fluid and inescapable experience resulting from immersion in the moral ambiguity of the Vietnam War inflects all aspects of the stories in Things.
Exile in The Things They Carried is rendered as a multiply located mode of experience; it is a condition both singular and plural in its manifestations. What begins as a fear of exile from a centrally located home, a site firmly identified as the plains of Minnesota, proliferates into multiply situated points of exile upon returning from the war. physical alienation ... almost inevitably means that we will not be capable of reclaiming precisely the thing that was lost; that we will, in short, create fictions, not actual cities or villages, but invisible ones, imaginary homelands" (10). Rushdie's eloquent articulation of an imaginary homeland recognizes the intimate relationship between an exilic longing and storytelling. O'Brien perceives such a connection occurring when "remembering is turned into a kind of rehappening" (36). His contested "confession" to killing someone during the war in "Good Form" testifies to the curious relationship between the stories and the idea of return, where each sustains and makes possible the other:5
Here is the happening-truth. I was once a soldier. There were many bodies, real bodies with real faces, but I was young then and I was afraid to look. And now, twenty years later, I'm left with faceless responsibility and faceless grief.
Here is the story-truth. He was a slim, dead, almost dainty young man of about twenty. He lay in the center of a red clay trail near the village of My Khe. His jaw was in his throat. His one eye was shut, the other eye was a star shaped hole. I killed him.
What stories can do, I guess, is make things present. I can look at things I never looked at. I can attach faces to grief and love and pity and God. I can be brave. I can make myself feel again. As with exile, central to the notion of displacement is the idea of home. Home for the exile is the place of origin, or belonging. Said delineates it as "a community of language, culture, and customs" (359). In a more expansive definition, Michael Seidel describes it as "locus, custom, memory, familiarity, ease, security, sanctuary" (10). In contrast to the connotations of comfort and familiarity that characterize home for the exile, O'Brien as a displaced writer has no "ease," no "sanctuary," no "native place" to which to return. Rather, home becomes a shifting and ambiguous location, simultaneously situated in Minnesota and in Vietnam, constantly mediated and housed in the language of his stories. Despite multiple sites for home, what distinguishes Vietnam from other potential points of orientation for O'Brien's exilic consciousness is the ability of its fictive geography to generate new and sustaining acts of creativity. The imagined spaces of Vietnam act as a metaphor for home, repre-senting less a point of origin than a territory of self-generation and re-creation. Although O'Brien uses the stories in The Things They Carried to examine the various homes and acts of alienation that shape a consciousness of displacement, it is Vietnam-invoked through bodies and the fictions of narrative as metonymic substitutions for geography-that emerges as the imagined homeland of the book.
Metonymy, a rhetorical figure designating a relationship of contiguity by substituting a part for a whole, works simultaneously in The Things They Carried to mask and expose the construction of Vietnam as imaginary homeland, the trope that governs the consciousness of the work. In The Location of Culture, Homi K. Bhabha asserts that metonymy "must not be read as a form of simple substitution or equivalence"; rather, "[i]ts circulation of part and whole, identity and difference, must be understood as a double movement" (54-55). In this way, metonymy, even while substituting one term for another, also insistently engages and provokes the recognition of a lack, the replacing term only partially signifying the replaced term. The space of signification left unfilled by the supplantation then acts to destabilize equivalence and subrogation. In Things, Vietnam is figured metonymically by the bodies in the text as well as the stories themselves. Both bodies and stories act as substitute terms for Vietnam; the meanings circulating among the three figures continually cross and recross categories of signification, so that it becomes impossible to discuss one term without referring and relating to the other two. Thus the densely reticulated relationship between O'Brien's consciousness of displacement and its orientation toward Vietnam reveals itself as an organic and integral part of the book.
Of critical importance to O'Brien's examination of displacement in The Things They Carried is the potential of home to act as a site producing multiple ways of structuring consciousness. The necessity of redesignating home as a generative location collides with figurations of the metonymic relationship between body and place in the title story, which traces Lieutenant Jimmy Cross's crush on Martha, "a junior at Mount Sebastian College in New Jersey" (3). Mesmerized by fantasies of Martha while partially cognizant of his selfwilled delusions about her requiting his love, Lieutenant Cross cul-tivates within himself an exilic consciousness that continually returns to the idea and image of home as it is embodied in Martha. Martha represents more than the idea of home; she actually figures as a metonym for home and all its attendant images. When Lieutenant Cross receives a good-luck charm from her, it is a pebble:
Smooth to the touch, it was a milky white color with flecks of orange and violet, oval-shaped, like a miniature egg. In the accompanying letter, Martha wrote that she had found the pebble on the Jersey shoreline, precisely where the land touched water at high tide, where things came together but also separated. It was this separate-but-together quality, she wrote, that had inspired her to pick up the pebble and to carry it in her breast pocket for several days, where it seemed weightless, and then to send it through the mail, by air, as a token of her truest feelings for him. Although Worthington, Minnesota is represented by the narrator as "everything that mattered to me" in "On the Rainy River," it, too, lacks a certain ability to engender the new ways of reading and writing the world crucial to the consciousness of O'Brien's fiction. His hometown-"a conservative little spot on the prairie"-exemplifies a "blind, thoughtless, automatic acquiescence" that results in "a kind of schizophrenia" (48). When a draft notice forces the narrator to make a choice between fighting a war he believes is wrong or facing the public censure a refusal to fight would provoke, he finds no alternative perspectives in the town to help him in his decision. For all of the "polyestered Kiwanis boys, the merchants and farmers, the pious churchgoers, the chatty housewives, the PTA and the Lions club and the Veterans of Foreign Wars and the fine upstanding gentry out at the country club," war and the decision to fight are matters of utmost simplicity: "it was a war to stop the Communists, plain and simple, which was how they liked things, and you were a treasonous pussy if you had second thoughts about killing or dying for plain and simple reasons" (48-49). The clearly demarcated categories of right and wrong paint over difficult moral choices with a "simple-minded patriotism" and "prideful ignorance" (48). Ironically, his fears of being exiled from his community force the narrator into fighting the war because he "was embarrassed not to," an act which, in turn, alters his notion of exile to the point where he understands that the constant alienation of displacement cannot be eradicated by any journey-whether of escape or return-but instead proves to be his very destination. More than a collection of stories, The Things They Carried is a book about the need to tell stories, the ways to tell stories, and the reasons for telling stories. When considered within the framework of exile and displacement, stories invest alienation with a purpose and a direction, even if the knowledge that there can never be a final resting place or point of return renders the experience of displacement a teleological end in itself.9 The stories serve a double function; they 
